Beginner Dance Parties 

Calvin Campbell 


I’ve spent many years (62) entertaining beginner dancers. My approach has always been Keep 
it Simple! Keep It Fun! My goal is to have the maximum amount of dancing time with the least 
amount of instruction. At any given gig, I usually use only 5-6 square dance basics for a two 
hour party. (Circle L/R, Forward & Back, Arm Turns, Stars, Promenade (Single File & Couple), Pass 
Thru,) 

Some of you will be surprised to know that I don’t use Swing or DoSaDo. In each case, these 
“basics” take too long to teach right. If not taught correctly, dancers can hurt themselves or 
others doing them wrong. Neither “basic” can be used to create any choreography. They are 
each one-call-zeros used to fill up 8 beats of music. 

Instead of teaching a bunch of square dance “basics”, I have two other tools to provide variety. 
The first is a very broad range of music. My collection of music includes a much wider range of 
musical arrangements and types than are ever used for Modern Western Square Dancing. 

The second most important tool is to use Formations other than “the square.” I start most 
parties by putting everyone in one or more large circles. Many times this means a circle within 
a circle within a circle if necessary. The parties are often that big. 

The first dance is used to get people moving in time to the music. No one has a partner. They 
Circle Left, Circle Right, Go Forward and Back and clap hands in time to the music. The dance 
routine and one of the tunes I use is on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch? 
v=kNxEdVGcGOA 

The music runs for 2:25 minutes. The teach takes less than one minute. Usually about 30 
seconds. 

The second dance is named Fraley’s Frolic. https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=JlsXVwNixul 
The dancers are the Colorado Dancers. This is a Community Dance club. Many new dancers 
can clap their hands to the time of the music better than they can walk to the time of the 
music. They like this dance. It builds their confidence. 

For the next dance, I tell everyone to find a partner. Partners can be anyone. A lot of dancers 
will choose someone of the same gender. That’s fine. Once again, I want everyone in big 
circles. In the big circle, the dancers learn how to do Arm Turns, Promenade Single File, 

Couple Promenade. The style of calling is free form like normal square dancing. I seldom turn 
the music off to teach anything. I have ways of teaching “basics” while dancers are dancing. 

My choice of the “basics” I use provide me with safe ways to control the dancers. Using big 
circles gives me maximum control. Using big circles also means everyone that wants to dance 
can dance. Arm Turns introduce the idea of working with your partner and also working with 
someone else. Single File Promenade and Couple Promenade in the big circle are very hard 
for any dancer to screw up. 

These three dances are followed by a short break. So far, they have been dancing 10-15 
minutes. They have danced three completely different dances to music suitable for the 
audience and the event. Before proceeding teach dance, new people are invited to join in on 
the fun. At the completion of the three dances that have learned how to do four or five 
“basics.” 




After the break, the dance can go several directions. Sometimes the host wants something like 
a line dance or a ballroom dance. 

If I get my choice, one of my favorite dances is a mixer named Jiffy Mixer. Here is the URL for 
the presentation Jerry Helt made at the Beginner Dance Party Leader’s Seminar, https:// 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=qMblX7pNcGs . The goal is to change the mood of the dance. It 
also gives the people who want to dance something to dance. It gives the people who want to 
rest, a chance to rest. Here is the URL for the presentation Jerry Helt made at the Beginner 
Dance Party Leader’s Seminar. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qMblX7pNcGs . 

The next dance Formation I use will strongly depend on the plan laid out with the host/sponsor. 
In over 62 years of doing beginner dance parties, I’ve almost never had a request for just 
square dances. The host may request a hoedown, but what they consider a hoedown is a 
mixture of dances like they remember from their youth. That includes everything I’ve detailed 
above. 

It may or may not be the time to try a square dance. The choice will depend on the 
participants. If the crowd is listening to instructions well, and I believe they can form circles of 
eight with most of the couples being male/female pairs, I’ll try a square dance. Adults listen 
pretty well. Teenagers don’t listen very well at all. I never attempt to do a square dance with 
middle schoolers. Elementary school kids attention span varies greatly from school to school. 

Forming squares requires that the dancers know what a square of dancers looks like. They 
have to know where home position is located. They need to understand at least who are 
heads and sides. That is a lot of information to learn in a very short period of instruction. At 
many dance parties, it takes too much time. 

If I do a square dance, the following dance will be in some different formation and will use a 
different type of music. Most of the people that attend beginner dance parties are looking to 
sample different kinds of team dancing. I try to provide that. I use the formations mentioned 
above plus Contras, Trios, Line Dances, Sicilian Circles, etc. 

My goal is to provide the program that my sponsor or host wants. It’s not to promote any 
particular form of dance. If the sponsor wants something like Rock & Roll and they have the 
music, I play it. I’ve done many parties for ethnic groups where up to half the dances are their 
ethnic dances. It all pays the same. I’ve also learned some neat dances I can use at other 
parties. 

All the above are part of what is called Community Dancing. There is a committee named the 
Committee For Community and Traditional Dance that hold a seminar on the Saturday and 
Sunday preceding each CALLERLAB National Convention. It’s where callers come to exchange 
ideas and learn about the programs we advocate for dancing. 

There is a blog for Community Dancing at http://d4bp.com/wp/ The same site has information 
on books and other aids that are available. CALLERLAB has a Community Dance 
KnowledgeBase at http://callerlabknowledge.org/?tag=community-dance 

There are two channels on YouTube devoted to Community Dancing, https:// 
www.youtube.com/channel/UCFz181 Ch-9mF6cYJ3lmK2A 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCVICIZNhHxrruLm ZD14CZA 


Have fun. 






